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Gangs in Guatemala'

Historical Background

From 1960 to 1996, civil conflict in Guatemala resulted in the death of between 100,000
and 200,000 people. Repression became most severe in the early 1980s, when government
forces carried out a “scorched earth” campaign of massacres against civilians in rural areas
where the government believed left-wing guerrilla groups to be active. Although both the
government and guerrilla groups committed abuses, a post-war Historical Clarification
Commission found that 80 percent of civilian fatalities in the war were committed by state
security forces, while only five percent could be attributed to guerrilla groups.? (A later
U.N. study found similar numbers.) During the most brutal years of the war, hundreds of
thousands of Guatemalans fled the country, many of them arriving in the United States

as refugees. As of the year 2000 the U.S. Census Bureau reported that there were 480,665
Guatemalan nationals living in the United States®; the International Organization for
Migration, whose figures include many Guatemalans who may not respond to Census
Bureau polling because they lack legal immigration status, estimates that there are 1 million
Guatemalan nationals living in the United States.*

The so-called Central American gangs Mara Salvatrucha and the 18" Street gang have their
origins in Los Angeles neighborhoods where Central American refugee youth, already at
risk for gang involvement due to a history of violence, socioeconomic problems and other
factors, encountered well-established Los Angeles gangs. Mara Salvatrucha and 18" Street
emerged as these immigrant youth organized themselves in response to existing gangs. Some
Guatemalan refugee youth became involved in Mara Salvatrucha and 18" Street.

After 36 years of war, the Guatemalan government and left-wing guerrilla groups signed a
peace accord in 1996 that ushered in the current “post-war” era. That same year the U.S.
Congress passed the Illegal Immigrant Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA),
which expanded the categories of eligibility for deportation and specifically mandated the
deportation of “criminal aliens.”® So, in the year that began the immediate post-war period,
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a time of significant instability, Guatemala
began to receive both criminal and non-
criminal deportees from the United States in
large numbers.

The current post-war era in Guatemala is
characterized by a weak state riddled with
corruption, organized crime networks that
operate with a high degree of impunity, and
some of the highest levels of social inequality
and exclusion in the Western Hemisphere.®
Local street gangs have existed in Guatemala
since at least the 1960s. But during the 1990s,
with the deportation of Guatemalans who
had been living in the United States, the
street gangs MS-13 and 18" Street named for
street corners in Los Angeles emerged as the
dominant “confederated” gangs in Guatemala
as well as in Honduras and El Salvador. In
this current environment of inequality and
lack of opportunity, gangs have emerged as a
major security concern in Guatemala.

Number and Type of
Gangs in Guatemala’

According to the Guatemalan National
Police the number of gang-involved youth
in Guatemala is between 8,000 and 10,000.
Some community organizations that

work with gangs believe the number to

be much higher.® A 2007 United Nations
report, however, says that the percentage
of youth involved in gangs is small.” The
gangs are concentrated in metropolitan
Guatemala City and the southwestern
parts of the country, though they have
some presence in almost all states of the
country.’ According to an assessment

of gangs in Mexico and Central America
done by the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID) in 2006, 80 percent
of gang-involved individuals in Guatemala
identify with Mara Salvatrucha and 15
percent identify with the 18" Street Gang
(Barrio 18.) Ranum’s study (2007) suggests
that there are also neighborhood-based
gangs that may or may not identify with
Mara Salvatrucha, though evidence suggests
that these neighborhood-based gangs do
have to pay “taxes” to one or both of the
dominant gangs."
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Characteristics of Gang
Members in Guatemala

Until the mid 1990s, gangs in Guatemala were
characterized by diverse, large groups of youth
(up to 40 members), with an average age of

14, who were territorial but not exceptionally
violent. They used knives, not firearms, in
their fights. These local gangs were involved
predominantly in petty crime and had
individual territorial identities and names."
Today gangs in Guatemala are much more
violent and organized than in the 1990s and
earlier. To talk of gangs in Guatemala today

is to talk of Mara Salvatrucha and 18" Street.
Researchers report that local gangs or subgroups
known as “clikas” are usually affiliated with
Mara Salvatrucha or 18 Street.”> While not
organized in a centralized fashion like organized
crime networks, these cliques have in some
cases developed hierarchical structures through
which they have contact with drug traffickers
or other smugglers."* Although there is
communication and negotiation between some
clikas and their leaders and others conducting
illicit activities such as smuggling, other clikas
are not primarily criminal enterprises and
remain largely non-violent. Illicit activity is

not obligatory in all clikas, though it may be

in some. The levels of violence of a clika are
largely dependent on its leader.” Of surveyed
prisoners, 55.4 percent indicate that there

is coordination and communication among
clika leaders in Guatemala, 43.1 percent said
there was not communication among clika
leaders and 1.5 percent said they didn’t know.'®
In-depth interviews with imprisoned gang
members suggest that incarcerated gang leaders
sometimes issue orders to gang members on the
streets. Other findings:

D In asurvey of 65 prisoners in jail for gang-
related charges, 20 percent were still active
in their gang, 35.4 percent were “calmados”
(calmed or not active in the gang) and
44.6 percent indicated that they were not
affiliated with a gang."”

D Interviews with gang members indicated
that gangs are contacting children at very
young ages, starting between age 7 and 11.
The youth are usually not “jumped in”
(initiated) to the gangs until after they are
12 years old.'®



D Some gang members reported that they
do not accept youth younger than 10 years
old into their gang because children are
more likely to talk to authorities under
pressure. Others reported that the gangs
recruit younger and younger youth to
participate in the gang even if they aren’t
officially initiated until they are older.”

D Average age at entering the gang is 14.7
years old, with half entering at age 13
or younger.?°

D Women make up 3.4 percent of the incar-
cerated gang population in Guatemala ac-
cording to the penitentiary system data®!

D The majority of the surveyed inmates
had lived with a family member prior to
entering jail: 25 percent with a romantic
partner or spouse and 50 percent with
one or both of their parents.?

D Among polled prisoners in jail for gang-
related charges, 78.5 percent were em-
ployed before entering jail.?

Gang Members and
Anti-Gang Policy

No anti-gang legislation has been passed in
Guatemala, but there have been proposals,
similar to those in El Salvador and Hondu-
ras, directed at youth gangs, to penalize “il-
licit association” or conspiracy. This would
mean that gang-involved individuals who
had not committed crimes, or individuals
who are not in a gang and who have not
committed a criminal act, could be arrested
if they associate with gang members.?* De-
spite a lack of anti-gang legislation, Guatema-
lan police have applied policies similar to the
zero tolerance, heavy-handed policies imple-
mented in Honduras and El Salvador.? In
2003 the Guatemalan National Civil Police
began to implement Plan Escoba (“Plan
Broom”), which used mass detentions as a
strategy to control gangs.?® Detainees in Plan
Escoba were usually accused of possession of
a small quantity of illicit drugs. Only 1.1 per-
cent of those detained under this accusation
were ever charged; most cases were dismissed
for lack of evidence. Despite the lack of
evidence, large numbers of young men have
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been detained for significant periods of time
under these and other charges.”” An impor-
tant criticism of the mass detentions is that
they target individuals for whom there is no
evidence of committing violent crimes, when
violent crime is the most pressing public se-
curity concern.?®

Gangs and the Prison System

Mass arrests under Plan Escoba have resulted
in prison overcrowding and have had
counterproductive effects. They include:

D While in prison, relationships among
gang leaders are developed and the
cohesiveness of the clikas is strengthened.
In response to police repression gangs are
becoming more organized and strategic.”’

D For low-level and younger gang members,
incarceration is an opportunity to
learn more about gang life and become

Gang members who are victims

D  Extrajudicial killings are on the rise in
Guatemala in general, and gang members
in particular are victims of these killings.
Gang members are targeted as part of
“social cleansing” campaigns carried out by
vigilante groups.® Seventy-eight percent of
prisoners polled said that the police are part
of the social cleansing groups that operate
in Guatemala, and 52.3 percent say that the
police are principally responsible for the
deaths of gang members.3*

Problems with corruption in the police
departments have led to reports of abuses
of gang members by police officers includ-
ing: extortion, kidnappings, beatings and
torture such as covering detained gang
members with gasoline and threatening to
set them on fire.

Among homicides of youth (under 25
years), 16.5 percent were reported to have
characteristics of extrajudicial killings. This
is of grave concern; the United Nations
Special Rapporteur for Children has begun a
special investigation into the killings.*

Detainees in Plan
Escoba were usually
accused of possession
of a small quantity

of illicit drugs. Only
1.1 percent of those
detained under this
accusation were ever

charged...



more inducted into it, rather than an
opportunity for rehabilitation.*

D A lack of control in the prison system
has helped to strengthen the rivalries
between gangs, resulting in massacres
in the prisons, the bestknown of which
resulted in the murders of thirty-five 18
Street gang members in August 2005.!

D Since the implementation of the police’s
anti-gang strategy, homicide rates have
increased and the gang phenomenon has
become more complex and integrated
into other criminal activities.*

There is evidence that some gang members
collaborate with organized criminal networks,
though the collaboration is not “formal”

and the relationship is not strategic for the
gang members (but perhaps is for leaders of
organized criminal networks). Of polled gang
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